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Abstract 
The goal of the present study was to examine the longitudinal associations between perceived family relationships and 
adolescents’ externalizing/ internalizing problems. The study sample included 366 pupils from secondary schools in Latvia, 12-
14 years of age, who completed self-report questionnaires. Data were collected in two assessments 1 year apart. The results 
indicate that elevations in adolescent problem behavior prospectively predicted subsequent decreases in perceived family 
cohesion and increases in family conflict. The effect of perceived family cohesion and conflict as assessed at Time1 was not 
statistically significant in prediction of Time2 adolescent behaviour problems. 
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction  
The developmental outcomes of adolescence, a period of increased risk for emotional and behavioural problems, 
can greatly influence further personality maturation and functioning. Results of longitudinal research  suggest that 
the long-term consequences of child and adolescent problem behaviour (especially externalizing problems) often 
encompass a wide spectrum of social maladaptation in adult life, including addiction, impaired family relationships, 
and criminal activity (e.g. Bongers, Koot, van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2008). Consequently, the factors which 
contribute to healthy adolescent development or influence it negatively remain in need of further exploration.  
In the past two decades, significant empirical research has been done to develop comprehensive models of the 
role of multiple contextual domains (relations among individual characteristics, social relationships, and larger 
effects of communities and institutions) on adolescent behaviour and well-being, including both risk and protective 
factors. Analyzing behaviour problems from the perspective of developmental systems theory and contextual 
psychology it can be concluded that internalizing and externalizing problems as well as other behaviours are the 
result of dynamic, bidirectional interaction between a person and multiple levels of his or her environment (Cicchetti 
& Aber, 1998; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).  The family is a primary socialization context and is therefore 
considered to be a very important factor influencing child development (Ozcinar, 2006). Associations between 
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parenting and adolescent’s internalizing and externalizing behavior have been well documented. Previous studies 
indicate that family environment influences adolescent’s psychological adjustment and problem solving strategies 
(Jarvis & Lohman, 2000; Jewell & Stark, 2003), as well as self- confidence and ability to set clear goals (Strage, 
1998). Family cohesion and supportive relationships between family members are associated with adolescent 
psychological adaptation and lower depression (e.g. Herman, Ostrander, & Tucker, 2007). Research regarding level 
of family conflict suggests that a conflictual family environment is associated with adolescents’ insecurity and 
psychological distress (e. g. Dunkle, Fondacaro, & Pathak, 1998), as well as aggressive behaviour and conduct 
disorder (e.g. Wissink, Dekovic, & Meijer, 2006). Associations that are found in these studies are often interpreted 
as an influence effect of family environment and parenting on problem behavior, although most of them are limited 
in their ability to draw any conclusions about causal relations, largely because of the cross-sectional nature of their 
design. 
During the last two decades research has indicated that the associations between family and adolescent are not 
simply unidirectional, but that parents’ and children’s behavior is reciprocally related. This assumption has been 
explored and documented in a number of longitudinal studies showing bidirectional associations between parent–
adolescent conflict and adolescent academic achievement (Dotterer, Hoffman, Crouter, & McHale, 2008), between 
parental monitoring and adolescent externalizing behaviour (Laird, Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 2003), and between 
parents’ marital difficulties and adolescent internalizing and externalizing problems (Ciu, Donnellan, & Conger, 
2007). However, the results of empirical research addressing reciprocity between family variables and adolescent’s 
developmental outcomes are not unambiguous. For example, contrary to the hypothesis of reciprocity between 
parenting and problem behaviour in adolescent girls, the study of Huh and colleagues (Huh, Tristan, Wade, & Stice, 
2006) provided more consistent evidence, that adolescent girls’ problem behavior had a greater impact on parenting 
than parenting did on the adolescent girls’ problem behavior. Hafen and Laursen (2009) have recently documented 
similar results indicating that initial levels of adolescent externalizing symptoms predicted subsequent changes in 
perceived parental support (Hafen & Laursen, 2009).
These ambiguous results point to the importance of further research addressing directionality of effect between 
the individual child and family processes. The goal of the present study was to explore the longitudinal associations 
between perceived family relationship quality and adolescents’ externalizing/ internalizing problems addressing 
possible reciprocal relationships between the explored variables.  
2. Method 
2.1.  Participants 
The original sample consisted of 554 adolescents (252 males, 302 females) attending 7th grade of Latvian 
secondary schools. The mean age of the participants at baseline was 13.2 years, ranging form 12 to 15 years in age. 
The vast majority of the adolescents were of Latvian ethnicity. The study sample was chosen so as to include 
representatives from both urban and rural areas, and from various socioeconomic status families. At the second 
assessment, 1 year later, 366 (148 males, 218 females) of the original sample participated.  
A series of independent sample t tests were conducted to determine whether the sample of adolescents who 
remained in the study at Time 2 (N =366) was different from the adolescents who participated at Time 1, but not at 
Time 2 (N=188). Results indicated that there were no differences between the groups on perceived family cohesion 
and conflict, internalizing symptoms, as well as on demographic characteristics. However, participants who 
remained in the study scored lower on externalizing symptoms than participants whose Time 2 data were 
unavailable. 12% of participants characterized the level of family income as high, 55% as fairly high, 28% as 
average and 5% as low. In regard to the parents’ level of education, 56% reported that at least one of their parents 
had either partially or fully completed university education; 44% reported that neither parent had university 
education, but that both parents had completed either secondary school or vocational school. 
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2.2. Measures 
The questionnaires used in this study have been translated into Latvian with forward-reverse translation. 
Behaviour Problems. To assess adolescents’ externalizing and internalizing behaviour problems the Youth Self 
Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991) was used.  The analysis of the present study includes for of the YSR subscales: two 
scales as measures of internalizing problems (Withdrawal/depression, Anxiety/depression) and two scales as 
measures of externalizing problems (Aggressive behaviour, and Rule breaking behaviour). The scales of the Latvian 
version show good internal consistency levels ranging from 0.73 (for withdrawal/ depression) to 0.83 (for aggressive 
behaviour). The Total Problems score was obtained by summing all items of the four scales, with higher scores 
indicating endorsement of greater behavioral and emotional problems (Cronbach’s alpha 0.94).
Family Environment. To assess family relationships quality the Cohesion and Conflict scales of Family 
Environment Scale (FES; Moos & Moos, 2002) were used. The format of possible answers was changed from 
true/false to 5 point Likert ratings ranging from “never or almost never characterizes my family” to “always or 
almost always characterizes my family”. The Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients for Cohesion and Conflict 
scales were 0.76 and 0.71 respectively.  
Demographic information.  Participants were also requested to answer social and demographic questions about 
age, gender, family income, parent education, and parent marital status.  
2.3.  Procedure 
Data were collected in two assessments 1 year apart. Questionnaires were group administered by the researcher 
or research assistant in groups of 15 to 25 pupils in their classrooms. Pupils and their parents were informed about 
the research and parental consent was initially established. Participants and their parents were assured that 
participation was voluntary and anonymous.  
3. Results 
Preliminary multiple regression analyses tested whether adolescent age, family structure, and region predicted 
future change in perceived family cohesion, family conflict, and problem behaviour ratings. In these models, the 
Time 2 outcome was regressed on the Time 1 demographic factors and the Time 1 version of the outcome. Because 
adolescent age, family structure, and region did not show significant relations to change in any of the three 
outcomes, we did not control for these demographic factors statistically. 
The bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics for perceived family relationships characteristics and 
adolescents' problem behaviour ratings are shown in Table 1. 
Table 1. Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics (N=366)
 Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. Total Behaviour Problems T1 1 -.42** .41** .34** -.32** .36** 
2. Family Cohesion T1 -.42** 1 -.61** -.12* .42** -.34** 
3. Family Conflict T1 .41** -.61** 1 .19** -.37** .45** 
4. Total Behaviour Problems T2 .37** -.12* .19** 1 -.26** .37** 
5. Family Cohesion T2 -.32** .42** -.37** -.26** 1 -.61** 
6. Family Conflict T2 .36** -.34** .45** .37** -.61** 1 
M 29.47 30.00 14.62 29.77 29.76 15.63 
SD 15.78 5.04 4.28 17.44 4.76 4.76 
Note ** p< .001; * p< .05 
An examination of the correlation matrix provided some tentative support for hypotheses of reciprocal effects 
between family relationships and adolescent behaviour. It reveals that greater family cohesion and less family 
conflict perceived at Time 1 were associated with Time 2 adolescents’ behaviour problem ratings. Similarly, higher 
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ratings of adolescents’ behaviour problems at Time1 were significantly related to more family conflict and less 
cohesion at Time 2. 
In the next set of analyses, we used multiple regression computations to examine the extent to which family 
cohesion and conflict at Time1 were related to behaviour problems at Time2 after accounting for the outcome 
variables’ rating during the Time1 assessment. We then examined the extent to which adolescent behaviour 
problems were related to perceived family cohesion and conflict at Time 2, after accounting for cohesion and 
conflict at Time1. In each model, each Time2 outcome was regressed on the Time1 predictor and the Time1 version 
of the outcome. The inclusion of the baseline version of the outcome as a covariate ensured a prospective test of 
relations. The results of the models are depicted in Table 2. 
Table 2. Summary of linear regression analysis (N=366)
Variable B SE (B) ȕ F R2
Total Behaviour Problems Time2 (DV)    22.86*** 0.11 
Total Behaviour Problems Time1 .38 .06    .35***   
Family Cohesion Time1 -.09 .19    .03   
Total Behaviour Problems Time2 (DV)    23.45*** 0.12 
Total Behaviour Problems Time1 .34 .06    .31***   
Family Conflict Time1 .25 .22    .06   
Family conflict Time2 (DV)    57.15*** 0.24 
Family Conflict Time1 .37 .05    .37***   
Total Behaviour Problems Time1 .06 .01    .21***   
Family Cohesion Time2 (DV)    46.49*** 0.21 
Family Cohesion Time1 .33 .05    .35***   
Total Behaviour Problems Time1 -.05 .02  -.18***   
Note *** p< .001; DV – dependent variable 
          
The regression computation results reveal that Time1 family cohesion and conflict as perceived by adolescents 
were not significantly related to future change in adolescent behaviour problems. However, as it is shown in Table 
2, elevations in Time1 problem behaviour predicted subsequent increases in perceived family conflict and decreases 
in family cohesion during the 1-year period (ȕ =.21; ȕ =-.18, p<0.001).  
4. Discussion 
Contrary to the hypothesis of reciprocity between family relationships and adolescent problem behaviour, this 
study provided evidence for child effect on family relationship quality rather than for the effect of perceived family 
relationships on adolescent behaviour. Elevations in adolescent problem behavior prospectively predicted decreases 
in perceived family cohesion and increases in family conflict.  
These results indicate that the theoretical models of socialization which focus on parents’ effects on the child but 
ignore the child’s effects on parents are overly simplified. The results of this study accentuate the effects of the 
adolescent’s behaviour upon the family relationships and these findings are incompatible with the traditionally held 
view that parenting unidirectional shapes the behavioral outcomes of children. However, the findings of this study 
are congruous with conclusions from previous studies with adolescents which imply that adolescent behavior is a 
powerful determinant of parenting practices and that deficits in parenting practices are a consequence rather than a 
cause of adolescent problem behavior (e.g. Hafen & Laursen, 2009). Previous studies also point to the necessity of 
considering the ecological perspective and the developmental aspects of the child-parent relationship which 
presupposes that the parents and parenting have more influential effects in early childhood, and that by adolescence 
other outside influences, including the peer group, begin to have an increasingly greater impact upon the adolescent 
and his or her behaviour (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).  It may be that in those families where during childhood 
negative parenting practices and unfavourable family environments have already precipitated child behaviour 
problems that further increases in behaviour problems during adolescence are due primarily to circumstances outside 
of the family.  Whereas within the family context, when the behaviourally difficult child reaches the period of 
adolescence, this behaviourally difficult adolescent may intentionally or unintentionally become provocative with 
his or her parents, resulting in greater family disruptions and greater family conflict. The effect of adolescent 
problematic behaviour in engendering family environment disruption also invokes the necessity of considering the 
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role of the child’s temperament in line with researchers who argue that problem behavior to a great extent is driven 
by the biological characteristics of the child (e.g. temperament, effortful control, behavioural inhibition), which 
thereby elicit negative parenting practices (e.g. Janson & Matheisen, 2008). 
The adolescent years coincide with changes in the parent–child relationship. Researchers have documented 
increases in family and parent–child conflicts across this developmental period (Lerner & Galambos, 1998), and the 
findings of this study suggest that adolescent problem behaviour is one of the factors contributing to those increases. 
Adolescent maladjustment, behavioral and emotional difficulties can influence surrounding people and can be a 
source of stress and tension in the family relationship. 
4.1. Limitations of the study and implications for further studies 
A number of limitations need to be considered. Firstly, the study was focused solely on the adolescent within the 
family relationship context. As stated in the introduction, there are many other contexts which may influence 
development, such as the peer group and school environment, and which become increasingly important during the 
adolescent period. Secondly, the effects of using only adolescent self-reports in a questionnaire format should be 
considered. The investigation was thus based on adolescents' own reports of their behaviour problems and their 
perceptions of family cohesion and conflict. It could be argued that more confidence could be placed in the results if 
the effects were found to be similar with an analysis of parent reports and/or behavioral observations.  
Finally, whereas the longitudinal nature of this study eliminates questions concerning the temporal precedence of 
effects, it does not exclude the alternative explanation that a third variable accounts for the relations between family 
relationships and adolescent problem behavior. Finally, this study examined only a 1-year interval between 
assessments. Intervals of longer duration might result in different prospective effects, especially if the initial 
measurements were made in the childhood pre-adolescent period. 
4.2. Conclusion 
 In summary, this longitudinal study accentuates the effects of adolescent behaviour problems upon the family 
environment within the adolescent period, specifically increased family conflict. The results of this study suggest the 
need for continued refinement of the reciprocal effects model with particular consideration of child effects on family 
environment. 
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